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Prologue: The Woman in Black
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Erik Martin pulled nervously at his red tie. Sweat dripped down his brow, but it wasn't from the brisk walk. As he opened the ornate glass door, he caught sight of his reflection. His usual paleness was exceptionally white. His red hair was slick but not as intended. It looked greasy and the blue eyes that stared back at him were bloodshot. He tried to tell himself it was the long hours – all those meetings, all that pressure. But he knew it wasn't true. The reason he had driven home at twenty over the speed limit, the reason he looked like hell, and the reason he was now fumbling with his keys, was simple.

He was being followed.

He opened the door quickly and shut it behind him, remembering to lock the deadbolt. He threw his tie and his coat in a heap on the floor and unbuttoned the top buttons of his white collared shirt. 

Collapsing onto the black leather couch in the adjoining living room, Eric tried to catch his breath. He was panting and could feel his pulse in his temple, but he was home now. He had to be safe.

He considered turning on the TV and drowning out his thoughts with some inane, pedestrian banter. Any talk show would do. Entertainment made by idiots, for idiots. But, as he reached for the remote, a thought crossed his mind. What if the noise drowned out a creaking floorboard or squeaking hinge that let him know that someone was coming? What if he missed the subtle noise of someone trying to pick the lock on the door or shift the latch on a window? His hand hovered over the remote as he wondered if he’d even notice.

He pulled his hand away, deciding instead to give in to his instincts. He wasn't a sheep – he was a fucking wolf, and if there was someone following him, he'd be ready. He'd make sure they'd pay. He would not be made to feel small. However, he needed intel and backup. 

Pulling his phone out of his pocket, he dialed a number that he wasn't supposed to use – a line reserved for emergencies only.

He waited and listened to the ringtone before another man's voice answered. 

“Who is it at this hour?” they said in a flat, monotone voice. 

Eric hesitated, debating whether to hang up. “It's Roosevelt, hoping to speak with Nimoy.”

Nimoy cleared his throat. “You know you're not supposed to be calling here.”

“Yes, of course I do, but I think they know,” Eric responded, rubbing his eyes.

“How could they possibly know?” Nimoy hissed. “They don't even know we're here.”

Erik stood up. “What about McKenzie?”

“McKenzie got hit by a car.”

Erik crossed the room, closing his blackout curtains. “How do you know?”

“Because I saw the body. A tire crushed her brain,” Nimoy countered, static obscuring his tone. “Not everything is a conspiracy.”

Erik sneered. “That's funny coming from you.”

“There's nothing funny about it. She was important. We've already seen a reduction in the overall timeline.”

Erik moved to the front door to check the lock. The stress must have been making him forgetful. He secured the deadbolt. 

“Who cares how long it takes, if none of us are alive to see it?”

“If none of us are alive to see it? Are you kidding me?” 

The static over the receiver grew stronger. “Six months here and you're starting to talk like the locals. We don't fail. And, unless you are a complete asshole and you walk into the street, we don't die either. Where is your spine, Roosevelt?”

Eric laughed mockingly as he moved to the kitchen. 

“Good joke. Now, who's talking like a local?”

The man on the other line sighed. 

“Enough of this. Why do you think they know?”

“Because I'm being followed,” Eric said quietly as he considered grabbing a knife from the butcher’s block. He might need to defend himself. 

Nimoy cleared his throat again. “Maybe you just have a stalker?”

“I could deal with that. I was being followed all the way home by a black sedan,” he said, pulling out the largest knife. 

“Black sedans are everywhere. What’s your point?”

“I think I saw them around the office, too,” Erik wiped the sweat off his brow. “Looked like Feds to me.”

A heavy, metallic clank rang out on the other side of the line. Nimoy cursed and the noise retreated, as he moved away from it. 

“They all look like Feds to me. Just a bunch of self-important morons, with no connection to their past and no real future.” 

“That's great and all,” Eric absentmindedly checked his reflection in the cleaver in his hand. The stress was doing nothing for his looks. “I hate them, too, but it won't help much when they come for us. I need protection, or at the very least, I need a team gathering intelligence on this sedan and whoever is driving it.”

“It’s not going to happen. Our resources are spread too thin as it is,” Nimoy’s voice wavered, but not from strain. He sounded annoyed. “You're just getting paranoid. We're almost ready to make a move. Just stay quiet and funnel us the data.”

“Fine, whatever,” Eric said and hung up. If they weren’t going to take him seriously, he wasn't going to give them the satisfaction of admonishing him as well.

He leaned back and closed his eyes, listening to the room. Beyond the squeaking of his leather couch, it was silent. Maybe he was just paranoid.

He wiggled his fingers and clenched a fist. It was strange, his left hand felt numb. He shifted against the sticky leather, trying to find a more comfortable position.

Suddenly, that same feeling started stretching down his right arm as well.

He should have been panicking, but he wasn't – he felt drowsy. His eyes wanted to close, as his pulse lowered. He almost gave in but pushed through; something wasn't right. Forcing his eyes fully open, he glanced around the room. Everything was hazy but he could make out movement in the TV. There was someone behind him.

Before he could react, a hand reached around and put a cloth over his mouth and nose. There was no fighting this. His vision faded and the world went black.

*****
[image: ]


WHEN ERIC CAME TO, he realized he was being carried outside. He tried to move but his muscles were stiff. To his horror, he was bound and gagged. Step by step, he was moved closer to the driveway before being unceremoniously dumped behind two vehicles – a large, black van and the black sedan that had been following him.

He attempted to wriggle free, but it was no use. He wasn't strong enough. He watched as two figures in suits walked to the back of the van and open the doors wide, revealing a flat, metal floor. Thick caging separated the back from the front seats and there were no handles on the inside. This van was a prison cell.

Eric didn’t feel it when he hit the metal floor. He was still numb, but just conscious enough to look back. The last thing he saw as the doors closed was a woman dressed all in black.

As she watched the van drive away, the woman in black leaned against the sedan, blonde hair fluttering gently in the cool breeze. She adjusted her sunglasses and looked up at the sky. The sun was setting; oranges, purples and magentas blending in a foamy swirl of light clouds. She sighed. There was still so much work to do.

She pressed two fingers to her temple. 

“He wasn't the one.”

After a pause, she shook her head. “No, just an underling.”

The woman in black tapped two gloved fingers against the sedan as she listened.

“I'm not sure yet. But whatever they're planning seems to be more complicated than any one of them knows. Still, interrogate Mr. Roosevelt. He might have some information that will help us find the primary target.” 

She stared up at the fading sunset again, as the colours slowly dwindled into darkness.

“For now, I'll have to keep hunting.”
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Chapter 1: My Husband was a Homunculus
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Owen squirmed nervously in his chair. He tried not to show how uncomfortable he was. He had moved here to Birch Island to work for The Birch Island Observer. A Fortean publication of weird, wonderful, and semi-true supernatural stories, the Observer was supposed to be a temporary steppingstone for his career. An entry level writing position to build up his resumé while investigating fun – if silly – topics. But, as he sat in the HR office, only 6 months into his new position, a familiar fear bubbled up inside of him. He felt trapped.   

Meryl’s face was pleasant and pale. Her cheeks were tinged with a rosy hue, but it was just the effect of makeup. Owen suspected it was an attempt to look more approachable, but it didn’t work on him. 

Still, her demeanor was as kind as her greying hair was straight. She was the kind of woman who you knew as your mother’s friend when you were little. The one who tried too hard. Just a bit too friendly with the kids she didn’t have. Bubbly to hide the loneliness. Owen immediately chastised himself for his assumptions. She clearly meant well.

Meryl smiled at Owen, revealing a tiny smudge of lipstick on her front tooth. 

“Do you ever get that weird feeling, where you’ve done something before but in a dream?”

“No, I’m not sure I have,” he answered honestly. He didn’t often interrogate his dreams. “Sounds like déjà vu, though.” 

Owen wondered what else would have made him stand out in a dream. He was a pasty, six-foot male with brown eyes and brown hair. Standard issue boy from Seattle. Hardly worth remembering, let alone dreaming about.

“No, no. It’s different. More like a premonition. I just knew you’d end up here, Owen.”

Owen’s eyes flitted about Meryl’s office. She had framed articles on the walls: The Mothman Cometh; Blind as a Bandersnatch; My Husband is a Homunculus. He realized she must have written for The Birch Island Observer before becoming the HR rep. How long had she been there?

“So, you’ve been with the paper a while?” Owen asked, both out of curiosity and as an attempt to avoid talking about the confrontation.

“Yes, from the start. Nearly twenty-five years now.”

Owen shuddered, as the suffocating feeling of the trap intensified. This job was feeling significantly less temporary by the day. He wasn’t even sure if he believed in the supernatural. A handful of strange encounters and a troubling dream in a cabin had wavered his skepticism, but could he really give this place years of his life? Wasn’t there something more important for him to do? Wasn’t he meant for something greater?

“Wrote articles for most of that, but now I manage Human Resources and office admin,” Meryl’s voice broke through his reverie. “Still creative work, if you ask me...”

She smiled, but Owen had no idea why. Was that a joke? 

He was beginning to worry he had made a mistake. Sure, the rent was cheap on Birch Island. It was close to Seattle, and Vancouver if he needed to escape the US. It was a great place to start a career, but he’d be lying to himself if he said that was everything. The island was different, but he wasn’t going to figure out why if he was only doing grunt work. 

He took a deep breath and let it out slowly. He had to remain composed. If he lost his cool, Neal would win.

“So, Owen, about the work assignments...”

“It’s not a work assignment, it’s a punishment,” he said, through clenched jaws.

“I’m not sure what you mean?” Meryl’s head tilted to the side inquisitively.

Owen looked down at her desk. “I’ve been here for half a year now. Taking all the worst leads, passing off the most exciting stories to the senior writers without complaining...” 

He looked up, meeting Meryl’s eyes defiantly. “Then the minute I speak up, I’m suddenly on archive duty with the part-timers.”

She looked at him sympathetically. “That does seem a bit suspicious, but it’s also only temporary. It also doesn’t explain why we’re having this chat. That can’t be the whole story.”

“Well, I took my concerns to Neal...” Owen said, shifting in his chair.

Meryl nodded. “And then?”

Owen loosened his collar – it felt tight suddenly. “He said the assignment was just a coincidence.”

“Which seems totally fair...”

Owen folded his arms, defensively. “Then he smirked at me.”

“I see. Which is when you said...”

“That I believed him. Because you shouldn’t attribute to malice what can be explained with stupidity,” Owen said, sneering.

“And that’s when the shouting started?” Meryl tutted under her breath, as she wrote down some notes before looking patiently back to Owen. “Even if you don’t feel sorry, we can agree you escalated that situation, right?”

Owen sighed. 

“Yes, I suppose I did.”

“Then the next steps are obvious. You apologize and work through your shifts in the basement with Mike and Jenny,” she smiled apologetically. She knew better than anyone how difficult it was to work with Neal, but he was the chief editor. 

Owen grumbled, but he couldn’t think of an argument. It was humiliating but giving in was easier. He didn’t have any other choices.

“Well, since we’re on the same page now, let’s get a move on,” she winked at Owen. “Let’s go pay Neal a visit!” 

She got up from behind her desk and ushered Owen from the office. 

He left the pastels and potpourri of Meryl’s office and entered the little forest of cubicles that made up the rest of the floor.  The workspace could have come directly from the eighties. Six bland, gray cubicles surrounded by oily, yellow walls. Owen glanced towards his desk, nestled deep in the shadows of the back corner of the room.  His cubicle stood out because he was the only one using his corkboard. It was covered in blurry photos and scraps from older articles. He had even connected them with network of strings, though not for any practical reason. It just made him feel like a pulp detective.

He followed Meryl as she led him toward the two offices at the back. He could read the signs already. One said, ‘Chief Editor Neal Hart’, the other, ‘Chief Executive Brittany Valor’. Owen still didn’t have the exact measure of their power dynamics, but he knew which one was The Boss.

Meryl knocked on Neal’s door. There was no answer. She waited for a moment before peeking in. 

“Guess he went to lunch.”

Owen scoffed. “At 10am?”

Meryl shrugged and walked over to the assistant’s desk. She looked down at it, then picked up a piece of paper. “Yup, out to lunch.” 

She turned the paper towards Owen. 

Owen stared at the note. It just said, ‘Out to lunch’ and it wasn’t even signed. A plain line of text ending in a four-dot ellipsis. It was disgusting. 

“He can’t be that broken up about it. He’s taken an early lunch less than an hour later,” Owen said, petulantly. He thumbed toward his desk. “I should really get back to work.”

“No, not so fast. If the work assignment is such a big deal, you should take it up with the boss,” she looked at him knowingly. 

Owen’s face felt hot. This was a worse punishment. 

“No, that’s okay. Why don’t I just send Neal a nice email and we can...”

Meryl didn’t wait for him to finish. She walked over to the Chief Executive’s office and knocked on the door.

A soft, familiar voice answered. “Come on in.”

Meryl opened the door and waved Owen through before following. The office was bright, but sterile. Lots of white and gray with chrome accessories and furniture to pull the trendy workspace look together. It seemed like an office you’d find at a tech startup, not at a decades-old print journal.  But with her in it, the change in setting made perfect sense. 

Owen had interviewed over the phone and thought Brit sounded a bit young to own a paper. But when he saw her, he got it. Brit radiated confidence. It was apparent she owned whatever room she went in. Owen could see it in her posture and her effortless smile. Those cunning, bright green eyes set in her pale, freckled face. She was The Boss – there was no question. While he could admit she intimidated him at first, Owen had grown to admire her. Which was why he really didn’t want to be there right now.

“Ah, Mr. Lamont. Glad to see you survived the battle. I heard you two fighting from here,” she donned an air of faux concern.  “Does that mean Neal didn’t make it? Do I need to hire a new editor?” 

She looked down at her feet in a somber gesture of mourning. Her dark curls covered her face, but Owen could still make out the smirk beneath.

Owen cleared his throat. “We’re both okay. Not even a scratch.” 

He smiled at her but lost his nerve as soon as she looked up and caught his eye. 

“Listen, though...” he stammered, “I’m really sorry. I should have just taken the assignment without arguing. It won’t happen again, Brittany.”

She waved her hand as if shooing away a little cat. 

“Please just call me Brit; everyone else does. And don’t worry about Neal. He’s a bear, and he argues with everyone. It’ll blow over by the end of the day.” 

Owen nodded. 

“I’ll keep that in mind. I’ll try mace next time,” he chuckled. “But do you mind if we chat about the assignment a bit?”

Brit sighed. “You just can’t help yourself, can you?”

“I guess not.”

They smiled at each other, but he left his eyes lingering on hers for a bit longer than intended. He looked away and made the mistake of blushing.

“Now, now, Owen,” Meryl chimed in, “Flirting with the boss in front of HR. Shameful!” 

“Wait, what? I wasn’t...” Owen was too flustered to finish the sentence.

Brit laughed. “Leave the boy alone, Meryl. It was just friendly banter. At least, I hope it was,” she smirked at Owen. Her eyes twinkled as a thousand incomprehensible thoughts swam behind them. “Fine, Owen, let’s chat about your jail term in the basement.”

Meryl looked from Brit to Owen, and back again. “Well, I see you two don’t need a chaperone. Let me know if you need help with the apology letter, Owen.” 

As Meryl began to leave, Brit called after her. “Meryl? Would you mind sending me that article you were talking about yesterday?”

Meryl’s face lit up. “Top Ten Gift Ideas for Writers? I’ll send it as soon as I get back to my desk.”

Britt grinned. “You’re a peach. Thank you!”

Meryl left the room, closing the door behind her. After she made her exit, Brit sighed. “She means well, but she’s a bit of pot-stirrer. Don’t let it get to you.”

Owen nodded. “It’s okay. Hope I didn’t make anything awkward.” 

He looked around the room. “I know I’m the new guy and I have to pay my dues. I think you have a great team, but I get the distinct impression I’m getting the cold shoulder from some of them.”

Brit shook her head. “It’s not your fault. Positions for full time writers don’t come up very often.  There was some debate over who the staff writer position would go to. We have part-timers already, and Neal’s niece was up for it, as well. Your sample article sold me, but a few of the others were... well, a bit offended.”

Owen had written a travel guide to Birch Island as his submission. He wrote about all the strange and mysterious facets of the island. The article expressed how the island seemed to call out and trap people. He thought it was flattering, in a manner. 

Owen ran his hand through his hair. “I can understand how they feel. It was intentionally hyperbolic.”

“I thought it was funny. Even if ending it with ‘Birch Island is where modernism went to bury its children’ felt a bit personal,” Brit said, smirking. “Above all, it matched the tone of our paper.  Horror with a bit of comedy. Spooky, true-ish stories delivered with a knowing smile. We sell stories, not facts. They shouldn’t be offended unless it’s true.”

Owen smiled shyly but looked down. The truth was that he hadn’t embellished the article much. The island did have a pull. He could feel it the first time he’d visited. It was the real reason he applied for the job, and the reason he was scared he’d never leave. It was alluring. 

Just like Brit.

“So, down to business,” Brit said, folding her arms. “As I said when I hired you, you’ll be starting slow, learning the ropes, and getting your assignments from the Chief Editor.”

“Right, but I’ve been here for months now,” Owen replied, with a hint of annoyance.

“Yes, but Neal is still your direct supervisor. He’ll be assigning you leads, stories and other miscellaneous tasks. Even with your current assignment, you can always follow up on a story that catches your eye, as long as you get approval.”

“Does it have to be Neal’s approval?” Owen said, trying to hide his disappointment. Neal had turned down every idea he brought to him since he’d started, seemingly out of spite. He was never going to get to work on anything interesting if that gargoyle was guarding the bridge. 

Brit looked at him, reading him like the journal she ran. “No, Meryl could also do in a pinch. She has lots of experience. And if you have a great idea that neither of them approves, run it by me. I technically get the final say,” she winked at him knowingly.

“Okay, sounds great,” Owen said, genuine excitement in his voice. “Is there a list of open leads for me to look at?”

Brit put her hands together and formed a steeple. 

“You know, the best place to find inspiration might be by reviewing some of our greatest hits.”

“And how would I do that?” Owen leaned forward, eager to hear her sage advice.

“By helping the part-timers re-organize our storage room,” Brit said with a wicked grin.

Owen could feel his face growing red. He hadn’t come here to do busywork.

As if reading his mind, Brit held up her hands to calm him down. 

“I know, Owen. I swear it’s only for the week. Less, if you come up with something to write while you’re down there. I’ll chat with Neal when he gets back from their break.”

Owen nodded begrudgingly. “Okay, I’ll go help with the sorting.”

“That’s the spirit! Go show those folders who’s boss. I mean, besides me,” she winked at him before turning back to her work.

Owen said his goodbyes and trudged away, down to the basement and the black mold. 

*****
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DOWN IN THE BOWELS of the Birch Island Observer, Owen met with the part-timers; the easily entertained Jenny McAllister and the hard-to-please Mike Sun. They were an inseparable, odd couple. Jenny was a bespectacled, pallid, short, classic nerd. In contrast, Mike was tall and thin, with light brown skin and a shrewd demeanor. Jenny hadn’t held a grudge that Owen had won the full-time writing job; she was pitching Owen ideas and projects before lunch on the first day. Mike, however, was still bitter.

Mike had been writing and working for The Observer for over a year. In his opinion, experience should trump education every time, and Owen’s existence seemed to rankle him. Owen found his compliments were few and his insults only thinly veiled. Even six months in, they had yet to establish a rapport.   

The first few days of working in the basement passed in terse quiet, as both Jenny and Owen waited for Mike to thaw. On the third day, Jenny waited until after lunch, when Mike was at his most pliable, to spring an idea on Owen.

“So, Owen...” she said, as she handed him a fresh cardboard box of file folders, “What is your experience with new media?”

Owen shrugged, distracted by an as-yet unsorted pile of documents. “I guess that depends on what you mean. I’m terrible at coding, and my social media is non-existent.”

“No, no, no, I’m talking audio, my guy!” Jenny said, her big eyes practically rolling out from behind her thick rimmed glasses.

Owen put on a friendly smile, trying his best to seem interested. “Oh! Well, no experience at all, then.”

“Well, how is your reading voice?” Jenny continued, clearly fishing for something.

He chuckled. “Not bad, but I still don’t know what we’re talking about.” 

Mike exhaled loudly and shook his head. 

“Podcasts, Owen. Jenny here is clumsily trying to talk to you about the podcast we are trying to start up for the Observer,” he turned to Jenny and shot her a dirty look. “A project I thought we were keeping quiet about.”

Jenny looked sheepishly past her glasses towards Mike. “Well, I’ve only told a few people.”

Mike ran a hand through his short spiky hair. “Of course, you have.” 

He turned his attention back to an open folder on his lap. 

Owen wasn’t into podcasts, but anything was better than working in silence. “What are you two planning?”

Jenny smiled and walked back over to Owen. 

“Well, look at all this!” she said, gesturing around the dusty room.  “All these stories are just moldering down here. We’re planning to digitize them all for the website, sure. But what about all the untold stories that never even made it to print? These folders are full of them!”

“Sounds like a goldmine...” Owen said as he started sorting his current stack.

“Right?” Jenny responded. “Our idea is to create a podcast where we read and comment on the stories we find. You know, the more interesting ones. It would be another revenue stream for the Observer and a way to find new readers.”

Owen nodded. “That makes sense. I bet that would be a pretty easy sell to the editors.”

Jenny smiled. “We just want to have an episode or two ready to show. Like a proof of concept,” she paused, collecting herself. “Would you like to be a part of it?”

“Oh!” Owen said, surprised. “I wouldn’t want to jump in on a project already in the works and step on anyone’s toes.”

“It’s also only a two-man job,” Mike said, shooting Jenny another look. “I’d hate to waste a full-time writer’s time on it.”

He looked around to Owen. “I’m sure you have your own stories to focus on.” 

Owen was hardly paying attention. “Well, as you can see, I’m hardly working on the next great American novel down here. But if you guys need material, you can use my Birch Island Travel Guide, the piece that landed me this job. I know Brit likes it. Could help you sell the podcast to her.”

“Oh, that’s a great idea. Thanks a lot!” Jenny exclaimed.

Owen looked to his side, and saw Mike roll his eyes before returning to sorting. Satisfied, he returned to work. As he sorted, one of the files caught his attention. He pulled it from the pile to examine it closer. It was Meryl’s story: ‘My Husband was a Homunculus’. Curiosity got the better of him, and he started leafing through her research.

Something didn’t feel right. He could have written a more evocative story with the details she’d left out. He had no idea why Meryl had written the story the way she did. They wrote for a horror journal and she’d left out all the horror. She left out the tragedy of it. The story her research told wasn’t just better, it was more truthful. He had to know why.

Owen knocked heavier on the door than he meant to, startling himself. He wondered if he was angry.

“Come in!” Meryl responded in her usual excited tone. Owen sighed quietly and opened the door. The familiar rush of colors and light greeted him. She had such garish tastes, but they suited her somehow. 

“Oh, hi, Owen! What can I do for you?” Meryl wasn’t a writer anymore, at least not for the paper. She probably expected Owen to ask for a form or some advice on managing his vacation time.

“I’ve actually come to ask you about an article you wrote.”

Meryl’s face screwed up into an awkward but giddy smile. “Oh my! That isn’t the sort of topic I’m used to anymore. Were you reading the old articles for inspiration? Need some advice on how to craft your prose?”

Owen stifled a laugh, then had to suppress an equally sudden rush of guilt. He probably could learn from her. “No. I was sorting some old case files...”

“Finally alphabetizing those things?”

“No, we were asked to put them in order by publishing date.”

Meryl shook her head from side to side, her straight, grey hair rustling in disapproval. “But how will anyone find anything like that?”

Owen shrugged. “It will all be digitized soon. When the website is up, you can just search for them.”

Meryl frowned. “You know that site is never going up. It’s as likely to happen as that radio show those kids are always going on about. It’s all just a fad. Real records – real art – it’s something physical you can hold. Not this electronic nonsense.”

Owen let her comments roll off him. He had more pressing matters than explaining either project to a technophobe. “I wanted to ask you about the article you wrote. My Husband was a Homunculus?”

Meryl grinned and pointed to a framed article on the wall. “A fan fav!” Her face was practically glowing with pride. 

Owen nodded. “You included some news clippings and notes in the folder. I read them.”

Meryl stopped smiling. 

“In the official story, you speak of a pile of meat in the shape of a human. You wrote about a mourning woman treating it like her husband, reading to it and kissing it goodnight. But you left out the ritual objects, the body parts. You didn’t mention that the police—”

“I made it more palatable!” Meryl’s suddenly raised voice surprised him. She composed herself and straightened up. “The story I wrote was better suited for print. The woman who did... well, whatever it was, she did. She was mad. Crazy. She was an unreliable narrator.”

“And the police?”

“They were just shocked by what they found.”

Owen folded his arms. “The police were shocked by meat from the butcher?”

Meryl shifted uncomfortably. “Well, no. That was...a narrative device.”

“A narrative device for what?”

Meryl exhaled slowly. “Why dredge this up, Owen?”

Owen brushed his bangs out of his eyes. “Because I don’t understand why you would make the story worse. It was macabre and gritty. Full of demons and self-mutilation. You made it a strange cartoon about love and turned it into a fluff piece.”

There was a quiver in her lip and less light in her eyes.  “Owen, I’m not dense. I know you think you’re too good for this place. But if you want to last here, you need to understand something...We write fluff pieces.”

Owen realized that he’d hurt her. Her expression and the timbre of her voice softened him.

“I’m sorry,” he said gently, “but that seems like an excuse. What about the truth?”

“The truth doesn’t matter, Owen. Feelings matter. I didn’t feel like writing that story. Not like that.”

Owen’s eyes narrowed. “Because it was too gruesome?”

“No, because I was starting to believe it.”

Owen’s arms fell to his sides. He hadn’t been expecting that.

“You see,” Meryl continued, “it wasn’t like the cases these days. We couldn’t just research on the internet as you do. I drove up there. I spoke to her...” 

Meryl’s eyes drifted away from him. Away from the room. “She told me how she summoned it. What she learned it from. Described harvesting the raw materials. The price she had to pay.”

Meryl paused, considering her words. “She told me, ‘I only had one to give. But if I had another, I would do it again.’ I had to struggle with that.” 

She muttered the phrase again, but she wasn’t speaking to Owen. Whoever she was talking to dwelled deep in whatever shadow Meryl’s eyes were staring into.

“If I had another, I would do it again.” 

Owen kept his eyes locked on hers, studying them. For the first time, he was seeing for why she behaved the way she did. She wasn’t putting on an act for benefit of her co-workers’. It was never for them. 

“But didn’t you want to know everything?” he pressed.

Meryl’s eyes drifted from soft focus back to Owen. “Of course, I did. I was young and foolish like you are right now. But it would have cost too much. This story would have taken too much of me.”

Owen took a deep breath, suddenly aware he was barely breathing. “So, what the cops said... was it true?”

“I don’t know. They believed it.”

“How do you know that?” Owen asked quietly.

“Because if they didn’t think it was alive, they wouldn’t have shot it so many times.”

The air grew thick. Owen realized how much he was sweating. How uncomfortable he was. How scared he was to break that silence. Then, as if nothing happened, the act was back. Meryl smiled at Owen, artificial light returning to her being.

“The best advice I can pass on, Owen, is to give your work as little of yourself as you need to. Or at least be mindful of how much you’re willing to lose. Your muse will never be satisfied – don’t let it consume you.”

Owen thanked her and left the office. He took an early lunch and just drove around the town. It somehow felt even more isolating. The barren roads, the empty cafes. Just waiting for the weekend when tourists would bring the life back. But why did they even come? Why do they keep coming back. How many stay?

This little place was his home now. Would it pull him in too? Would he become another piece of the whole?

Meryl’s story wasn’t a story about love at all. Instead, it was a warning about obsession. The price you pay when you let something fully take over your life. 

But could Owen accept that? 


How much am I willing to give?
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Chapter 2: A Story about Suckers
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“What part of ‘not approved’ are you missing?” Neal asked, his narrowed eyes leaving creases in his tanned, leathery face. He dyed his hair jet black, wiry mustache included, but the wrinkles in his face gave his advanced age away. It reminded Owen of the kind of guy who tries too hard to get noticed at the gym. Middle-aged, heavy grunters.

Owen sat on the old scratchy couch in Neal’s office, fuming. Around him hung a lifetime of minor accolades: writing awards, dusty trophies from high school football, second place at a local fishing derby. Neal’s office screamed “unearned confidence”, just like his demeanor. Owen had to keep his cool. Yelling at Neal would earn him nothing. He’d hate to have to give another apology. 

“Core concept, I guess,” Owen responded. “You’ve approved my time to go interview Dr. Forrester, but not the story I plan to write about his work?”

“I don’t think you understand how this journal works,” Neal said, condescendingly. “We work off subscriptions. The subscribers get a print journal in the mail every month. They pay, month after month, for a specific kind of content. I’m not sure your story matches that content.”

Owen had only written a handful of stories for the Observer thus far. Each of them was a slog to get approval for. But why this one? Why was he pushing back so hard?

“Dr. Forrester has genetically-engineered a giant Pacific octopus to extend its lifespan. It
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